Passive immunity in Ontario dairy calves and investigation of its association with calf management practices.
Adequate passive transfer of maternal immunoglobulin is important for optimal health and performance in newborn dairy calves. From June to October 2003 and January to April 2004, blood samples were collected from 961 dairy calves 0 to 8 d of age on 11 farms in southwestern Ontario. This was followed by a second study conducted from May to October 2004, in which similar samples were taken from 422 calves up to 8 d of age on 119 dairy farms throughout southern Ontario. For each sample collected, serum refractometry was used to evaluate serum total protein (TP) as a measure of passive transfer of maternal immunity. During each study, producers were asked to provide information on calf management practices, including details of colostrum feeding. Data were analyzed to assess the levels of maternal immunity present in the calves, and to investigate whether these were associated with any calf management or colostrum feeding practices used on the farms. Serum TP readings ranged from 3.5 to 9.8 g/dL. Controlling for any effects of variation between farms, we found no statistically significant difference in serum TP levels, or risk of failure of passive transfer (FPT), between heifer and bull calves. The odds of FPT in calves on farms where more than 75% of cows were usually allowed to remain with their calves for more than 3 h after calving were significantly higher than the odds of FPT in calves on farms where dams and calves were separated within 3 h of the birth. Furthermore, an increased volume of colostrum given to calves within 6 h of birth was significantly associated with a reduced risk of FPT in calves. Information from this work provides valuable insight into the efficiency of passive transfer in newborn dairy calves in southern Ontario.